
 

      

 

 

 

 

 

Lesson #17: Guard Yourselves Very Well 

By Evonne Marzouk and Rabbi Yonatan Neril
1
 

 

The Torah teaches us to choose life.
2
 The decisions we make must enhance our ability (and the ability of others) 

to live in this world as healthy physical and spiritual beings. The Sages throughout the generations internalized 

this concept very deeply both in the way they lived their own lives and in the way they guided others to live. In 

this article, we will explore the Jewish value of protecting our health, and how these lessons can guide us in our 

complex world, particularly in relation to one health challenge: our modern use of pesticides.  

 

The Jewish tradition places a strong value on being healthy. The Torah states, “Guard yourself and guard your 

soul very much"
3
 and “You shall guard yourselves very well."

4
 What does the Torah mean when we are 

commanded to “guard ourselves” and to “guard our souls”?  The Sages explain that these verses refer to the 

mitzvah (commandment) of protecting one’s physical health.   

 

G-d cares a great deal about how we treat our bodies.  The body was given to us as a vessel whose primary 

function is to house the soul so that the soul can dwell in this world and fulfill its purpose. Maimonides (Spain, 

1135-1204) explains this obligation as that one needs to distance oneself from things that might damage one’s 

body, and accustom oneself to a healthy lifestyle, because it is not possible to understand the ways of G-d when 

one is sick .
5
 Elsewhere, he explains that there is a positive commandment to remove any potentially lethal 

hazard, and to be extremely careful to protect one’s health. (Mishna Torah, Hilchot Rotzeach 11:4) 

 

According to the Sefer HaChinuch (Spain, 13
th

 century), it is our responsibility to guard against natural 

occurrences which may harm our bodies – not only things that can end a person’s life but also things that can 

damage a person’s body.
6
  

 

This commandment is codified in the Shulchan Aruch,
7
 the primary compilation of Jewish law (Rabbi Yosef 

Caro, Israel, 1488-1575). It states that we should avoid “any matter that threatens human life… to remove it and 

to guard against it and to be very careful about the matter.”  The Shulchan Aruch cites another Torah verse, “do 

not place blood” (Deuteronomy 22:8), to enjoin us to remove any danger we might cause to ourselves or others.  

For example, the Shulchan Aruch includes “not placing one's mouth on a flowing pipe and drinking, not 

drinking at night from wells and ponds, lest one swallow a leech and not see it…” as examples of being careful 

to protect one’s health.
8
  These lessons demonstrate the exceedingly high importance that Jewish tradition 

places on preserving our lives and protecting our health.    
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There are many applications of the commandment to “guard yourself and guard your soul.” One relevant item 

for all of us and our families is the reduction of exposure to chemicals such as pesticides. 

 

Pesticides: Agricultural Necessity or Health Threat? 

 

 

Jewish law employs a term-- Ba’al Nefesh Yachmir, or “A master of the spirit will be stringent”-- when a sage 

senses a cause for concern but does not find it appropriate to forbid something to the public.  As one modern 

scholar notes, this category in Jewish law may be a fitting response in modern society to a specific potential 

danger: the danger posed by pesticides.
9
 

 

After Adam eats from the forbidden fruit, G-d says to him, “Cursed be the ground for your sake; with toil shall 

you eat of it all the days of your life.”
10

 On this Rashi comments: “It will bring up cursed things for you, such as 

flies, fleas, and ants.” The following verse states, “And it will cause thorns and thistles to grow for you.”  

 

The Torah makes clear that the agricultural efforts of humans will be complicated by pests and weeds, which 

compete against the crops humans are trying to cultivate. For thousands of years, humans have been trying to 

battle this reality.  In the past fifty years, synthetic pesticides have been used to kill or deter crop-destroying 

pests. These pesticides have provided tangible benefits to human society, as well as a number of significant 

impacts on human health.  

 

By definition, pesticides are toxic.  They are designed to kill, repel or inhibit the growth of living organisms.
11

 

Used against insects, mammals, plants, fungi, nematodes and other creatures, they are intended to reduce 

problems caused by these creatures in agriculture, public health, or homes, schools, buildings and 

communities.
12

 Pesticides are also harmful to human health, causing an estimated one million to five million 

cases of pesticide poisonings every year, with 20,000 deaths among agricultural workers.
13

 

 

Since the 1960s, the use of pesticides has grown exponentially, in part due to the industrial production of 

pesticides and their spread throughout the world, and in part due to the expansion of agriculture to newly-

cultivated areas in this period.  In 2006 and 2007, the world used approximately 5.2 billion pounds of 

pesticides.
14

 The United States used 22% of the world total, at approximately 1.1 billion pounds of pesticides.
15

  

 

Humans today benefit in significant ways from the use of pesticides. In many circumstances, pesticides are the 

only effective means of controlling disease organisms, weeds, or insect pests. Consumers benefit from 

pesticides through wider selections and lower prices for food and clothing.  Pesticides also play an important 

role in protecting homes and businesses from termite infestations, and prevent the outbreak of disease by 
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controlling rodents and insects.
16

 The general public also benefits in important ways from the use of pesticides 

for the control of insect-borne diseases and illnesses, such as malaria.
17

 

 

Unfortunately, the widespread use of pesticides, sometimes in indiscriminate ways, also leads to a number of 

negative effects. For example, pesticide poisoning can result from a single or short-term exposure, causing 

death. There are also risks of chronic impacts to human beings from long-term exposure to pesticides, including 

pesticide residues in food. When pesticide residues enter streams or groundwater, natural resources can be 

degraded, and pesticides that drift from where they are applied can harm or kill other plants, birds, fish, or other 

wildlife.
18

  

 

Humans are exposed to pesticides in multiple ways, including through residues in drinking water and foods, and 

by touching areas sprayed with pesticides. Pesticides are applied to crops as well as lawns and vegetation in 

residential and commercial areas. With regard to groundwater taken from public wells in the United States, 

approximately 90 million Americans rely on groundwater for drinking water,
19

 and some of that water is drawn 

from public wells and contains pesticide residue.
20

 A study from the US Geological Survey found that “one or 

more pesticide compounds were detected at concentrations greater than benchmarks in about 3 percent of 

source-water samples from public wells.”
21

  

 

 Scientific studies have shown that pesticides contribute to a variety of health effects in people. A study of 200 

pesticides found that several exhibited endocrine-disrupting potential,
22

 meaning they negatively affect the 

endocrine system.  The American Medical Association recommends limiting exposure to pesticides and using 

safer alternatives, concluding that: 

 

Current surveillance systems are inadequate to characterize potential exposure problems related either 

to pesticide usage or pesticide-related illnesses. Considering these data gaps, it is prudent for 

homeowners, farmers, and workers to limit pesticide exposures to themselves and others, and to 

consider the use of the least toxic chemical pesticides or nonchemical alternatives.
23

   

 

More recently, a report in AmedNews, a publication of the American Medical Association, cited a report in 

Pediatrics indicating that pesticides may increase the risk of attention-deficit-hyperactivity disorder in 

children.
24

 

 

The US Environmental Protection Agency writes that “Long-term exposure to pesticides may cause serious 

health effects such as birth defects, learning disabilities, organ damage, and forms of cancer, including 
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leukemia, breast cancer, and brain tumors.”
25

 In addition, pesticides are one form of endocrine disruptors that 

are believed to be partially responsible for the decrease in the age of onset of puberty in children around the 

world.
26

  

 

Children are exposed to pesticides in a range of ways, including by ingesting food and touching areas at home 

or school sprayed with pesticides.
27

 Children face more significant exposure risks from pesticides than adults, 

because they behave and play differently than adults.  For example, children play closer to the ground, and may 

be exposed to pesticides in dust and soil due to normal “hand-to-mouth” activity in small children. In addition, 

because children have different metabolisms than adults, their bodies have different capacities for breaking 

down or metabolizing, excreting, activating or deactivating pesticides. These processes change dramatically 

throughout a child’s journey to adulthood.  As a result, pesticides may have more toxic effects in children, or 

lead to different symptoms from pesticide effects.
28

 

 

Protecting Ourselves and Our Children 

 

Pesticides play an important role in our ability to manage disease vectors and grow food.  However, they also 

present real risks to our health.  Given Jewish tradition’s emphasis on “guarding our health very well,” how can 

we protect ourselves and our families from pesticides?
29

 

 

One thing we can do is reduce sources of pesticide exposures to our children (in food, water, dust, and soil and 

in the home and the work environment).  For example, the Environmental Working Group (EWG) provides a 

Shoppers’ Guide to Pesticides in Produce which can help you identify healthy food for your family.
30,31

   

 

If you are considering supporting a local farm, for example, through Community Supported Agriculture, choose 

a farm that uses Organic or Integrated Pest Management (IPM) methods to reduce pesticide use.  IPM practices 

utilize a range of pest management strategies, including alternatives like natural predators and parasites, and 

selective use of pesticides when necessary. 

 

If you use pesticides in your home, keep them out of children’s reach and store them in containers that do not 

resemble those used for food or drinks, and ensure they are properly labeled with childproof lids.  Do not store 

any highly toxic pesticides in your home. When you use pesticides (for example to control pests in your own 

home), strictly follow the instructions.   

 

Children spend a significant amount of their time in school.  We can create a safe learning environment by 

encouraging school administrators to adopt better pest management policies in schools, to reduce children's 
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exposure to pesticides as well as eliminate pests.  The Environmental Protection Agency encourages school 

officials to adopt IPM practices and provides a step-by-step guide for doing so.
32

 

 

In a recent landmark ruling, Israel's Chief Sephardic Rabbi Shlomo Amar wrote about the health-related 

concern from pesticides, stating that eating "bug-free" leafy vegetables poses a health risk due to their increased 

use. The halachic (Jewish legal) ruling was issued following lab tests conducted on such crops, and 

recommends that the public purchase regular leafy vegetables and clean them "in the old-fashioned way."
33

  

This ruling casts a new light on the mitzvah to protect our health.   

 

Examining pesticides and their effects through the lens of the commandment to “guard yourself and your soul” 

is just one example of how Jewish teachings can apply to health. By becoming more conscious of our Jewish 

obligation to protect our health, we can also learn to live in a way that protects the land and sustains our 

resources for the long term.  Let us become more healthy in body and soul, and in so doing, create a healthier 

world. 

 
Evonne Marzouk is the founder and executive director of Canfei Nesharim: Sustainable Living Inspired by Torah. She is 

also the leader of the Jewcology project. 

 

Rabbi Yonatan Neril founded and directs Jewish Eco Seminars, which engages and educates the Jewish community with 

Jewish environmental wisdom. Since 2006, he has worked with Canfei Nesharim in developing educational resources 

relating to Judaism and the environment.  

 

This material was produced as part of the Jewcology project.  Jewcology.com is a new web portal for the global Jewish 

environmental community. Thanks to the ROI community for their generous support, which made the Jewcology project 

possible.   
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